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Abstract 


Agricuiturai genetic technologies typically achieve their agronomic aims by introducing 
laboratory-generated modifications into target species’ chromosomes. However, the 
speed and flexibility of this approach are limited, because modified chromosomes must 
be vertically inherited from one generation to the next. In an effort to remove this limi- 
tation, an ongoing research program funded by the U.S. Defense Advanced Research 
Projects Agency (DARPA) aims to disperse infectious genetically modified viruses that 
have been engineered to edit crop chromosomes directly in fields. This is genetic engi- 
neering through horizontal transfer, as opposed to vertical inheritance. The regulatory, 
biological, economic, and societal implications of dispersing such horizontal environ- 
mental genetic alteration agents (HEGAAs) into ecosystems are profound. Further, this 
program stipulates that the means of delivery of these viral HEGAAs into the environ- 
ment should be insect-based dispersion (1). In the context of the stated aims of the 
DARPA program, it is our opinion that the knowledge to be gained from this program ap- 
pears very limited in its capacity to enhance U.S. agriculture or respond to national 
emergencies (in either the short or long term). Furthermore, there has been an absence 
of adequate discussion regarding the major practical and regulatory impediments to- 
ward realizing the projected agricultural benefits. As a result, the program may be widely 
perceived as an effort to develop biological agents for hostile purposes and their means 
of delivery, which—if true—would constitute a breach of the Biological Weapons 
Convention (BWC). 
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